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AN ANALYSIS OF SEX DIFFERENCES IN SELF 
RELIANCE AMONG UNIVERSITY STUDENTS! 


Department of Psychology, University of Pittsburgh 
By PauL A. BRown 


It is popularly believed that adult males in our culture, through 
the factors of training and experience, tend to be more self-reliant, 
stable, self-confident and self-sufficient than adult females. Some 
evidence exists in support of such a belief (3). Much of this evi- 
dence is based upon inventory items scored for a trait that Bern- 
reuter has called “self-sufficiency” (1). Data have also been pre- 
sented which indicate that, although mean differences may not ap- 
pear, some differences that are reliable might be evident when 
inventories are broken down by means of an item-analysis (2). 

Some practical importance is attached to the problem. It has 
been suggested that the greater number of such sex-differences are 
due to the differential effect of dissimilarities in training. The 
existence and evaluation of such differences as well as a knowledge 
of the factors involved may have implications for the educator and 
the mental hygienist. In a broader sense, such knowledge is desir- 
able in the general field of social psychology. Further evidence on 
the problem seems desirable. Such data are herein presented. 

Stott (4) has presented an analysis of an inventory composed of 
items descriptive of the behavior of an individual that might be termed 
the possessor of a “high degree of self-reliance.” By such a person, 
Stott means one that makes his own decisions, uses his own judgment, 
seldom asks for information or assistance, and has come to depend 
upon his own initiative in surmounting obstacles. Thirty descriptions 
of the behavior and feelings common to such an individual were 
formulated. These descriptions were then stated in both the positive 
and negative form. They were worded and designed for use with high 
school students. As such they composed an inventory of sixty items. 

Stott’s items were used in the present study. However, the wording 
was changed in several minor details since the writer desired to use 
them with students at the university level. Such rephrasings did not 
affect the essential nature of the descriptions concerned. The items 
seemed as applicable to the daily behavior of college students as to 
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the experiences of the high school students studied by Stott. Because 
the writer's purpose was to make an item-analysis with respectj to 
differences between the sexes, no attempt was made to obtain gross 
scores. Since we have no measure of the reliability or validity of the 
inventory, gross scores might not be meaningful. 

The items were arranged in a random order and numbered from 
1 to 60. The mimeographed inventory was then administered to 
students in four sections of a second semester course in general psy- 
chology and two sections of a course in educational psychology at 
the University of Pittsburgh. Papers from students whose age was 
greater than twenty three at their nearest birthday were discarded. 
This gave an age-range of from eighteen to twenty three years. There 
were a total of 250 male and 186 female students. The distribution 
with respect to class and age is shown in Table I. The greater number 


TABLE I 
DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENTS BY SEX WITH RESPECT TO CLASS 
AND AGE 


Females 


Number Number 


6 
163 
13 56 
1 89 
3 21 
6 
7 
186 ~ 186 


of these students resided at home in metropolitan and suburban Pitts- 
burgh, commuting daily to the university. Living at home, they were 
thus subjected to many of the experiences which are presumed to 
result in sex-differences in self reliant behavior. 

The students were instructed, orally and by mimeographed direc- 
tions, to: “Rate yourself with respect to each of the following state- 
ments. If you think a statement is descriptive of the way you behave, 
indicate an answer of ‘yes’ by drawing a circle around the number 
preceding it. Encircle only the numbers preceding statements that 
you believe apply to yourself.” About thirty minutes were required 
for the administration of the inventory. 


| 
Males 
Class | Number | Age! Number 
Fresh. 15 17 | 1 
176 18 6 
30 20 | 88 
Unclass.____- 2 21 48 Unclass.____ 
22 | 30 | 
3 | 
250 250 
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For each item, the number of male students checking it as appli- 
cable to their behavior was determined. This was also done for the 
female students. These numbers were converted into percentages and 
the percentages of each sex were then compared, item by item, with 
respect to the reliability of the difference between them. The critical 


ratio technique ——~7 was used in ascertaining the reliabilities. 


Such comparisons yielded ten items with a critical ratio of 3 or 
more, and five items with critical ratios ranging from 2.5 to 2.9. These 
items are listed in Table II. It must be remembered that these are 


TABLE II 
ITEMS YIELDING CRITICAL RATIOS GREATER THAN 2.5 


% 
Item Female | C.R. 

Is not often asked to help plan special parties and pro-| 

He has a lot of ideas for making money______-__---__~ | $5 34 4.2 
He seldom goes ahead with other work in addition 4 

saat he has been: 40 25 2.75 
He feels lost or terribly bored when he finds he ol 

nothing to do for the evening | 37 22 3.75 
Seldom has an idea for making money______---_-___ 20 34 3.5 
Is usually asked to help plan special parties and pro- | | 

grams at school __________ 24 | 41 3.4 
He usually faces his troubles alone without seeking help_| 65 | 49 3.2 
He greatly enjoys occasional evenings which he must | 

| 57 | 72 3.0 
He seldom faces his troubles alone without seeking help_ 13 2 6} «638 
This person, if traveling, would prefer to make his own | 

plans and arrangements | 76 | 64 | 3.0 
He seldom finds any work to do during his : spare time_| 18 | 10 | 2.7 
Never enjoys the occasional evenings which he must} | | 

He is not conscientious in his work | 17 ot ae 
Has no difficulty deciding on what gifts to buy for & 

He has no difficulty making up his mind for himself____| 67 54.) 2.6 


| J 


differences in tendency rather than direction. Both sexes may show 
the same tendency to check or ignore a particular item, but the tend- 
ency may be reliably greater among members of one sex. 

Since the items referred to modes of behavior common to the every 
day experiences of the population studied, a sex-difference in self- 
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reliance, if it existed, should be evident on a large number of items. 
Also, such differences should be, for the most part, in the direction of 
a greater tendency for self-reliance on the part of the boys. The 
results of the present study indicate only a comparatively few differ- 
ences meeting the statistical criteria of reliability. 

These differences present a picture that is by no means favorable 
to either of the sexes. In fact, the direction of the differences, con- 
sidered item by item, are what one would expect from a knowledge 
of the general sex-differences in background of college students. Past 
experiences have evidently operated to produce greater self-reliance 
among girls in certain situations and among boys in other situations. 
Such experiences have certainly not operated to produce a greater 
general trait of dependability among either sex, if the results of this 
study present a true picture of the behavior of university students. 
Of course a college population represents a selected group, and female 
students may be more self-reliant than those who do not pursue a 
higher education. But, within these limits, it is difficult to see how 
such results support the general popular opinion that boys are, even 
at the college level, by training, more self-reliant than girls. 

It might be thought that if, generally, the male group was actually 
more self-reliant than the female group, there might be evident a 
trend in that direction, even though reliable differences failed to 
appear. That is, although selective factors might mask out differences, 
boys would answer a much larger number of items in a self-reliant 
direction than girls. Examination of the data fails to reveal such a 
trend. Of the sixty items, only thirty one are answered in this fashion 
by the boys. The wording of the items did not suggest the way they 
were to be answered for, of these thirty one items, seventeen are 
phrased in the positive form and fourteen are worded in negative 
terms. 

Evidently, as far as the inventory in use is concerned, boys fail to 
meet the requirements of the popular belief in sex-differences. They 
tend to be more self-reliant than girls in some situations and less so 
in others. Such behavior fits well into expectations based upon a 
knowledge of the cultural factors involved. The fact that only a few 
such differences do appear is consonant with the increased tendency 
in present day metropolitan environments toward equalization of such 
factors between the sexes. 
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Furthermore, these results throw some doubt on the existence of 
self-reliance as a general, measurable behavior trait. Stott’s factor 


analysis of his data revealed at least four independent and distinct 
aspects. The items included in each aspect were, of course, similar 
to the extent that they dealt with similarities in situations or in variety 
of behavior demanded. Hence self-reliance may be a form of specific 
learned behavior rather than of general learned behavior. That is, 
as a trait, it may depend upon the evoking situation. 

Whether an individual is or is not self-reliant in his behavior ap- 
pears to be dependent upon the situation to which he must respond 
and on how he has learned to respond. When sex-differences appear 
in such responses they appear to be due to training factors. The 
experiences of college students lead boys to behave in a more inde- 
pendent fashion in some situations and girls to show similar inde- 
pendence in other situations. 


SUMMARY 


A modification of an inventory earlier assembled by Stott to measure 
self-reliant behavior among high school students was administered to 
250 male and 186 female students in general and educational psy- 
chology. An item analysis of the responses was made in an effort 
to determine the validity of the popular conception that boys are 
more self-reliant than girls. 

Of sixty possible differences, only ten were reliably significant. On 
five others a possibly reliable difference was indicated. These differ- 
ences were divided in favoring greater self-reliance among either sex. 
There was shown no trend in either direction for boys or girls. 

It is argued that self-reliance is not a general behavioral trait, but 
is a specific trait dependent upon the type of evoking situation. 
Cultural factors seem to be responsible. 
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